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Master Planned Estates: Pariah or Panacea?
LOUISE C. JOHNSON
School of History, Heritage and Society, Deakin University, Geelong, Australia
ABSTRACT Master planned estates in Australia emerge from two major directions: one aims to
address the inadequacies of 1970s suburbanisation and the other comes from governments and
developers seeking to realise alternatives. The very idea of master planning has a longer history, one that
arguably dates back to 19th-century Utopian Socialism and Baron Haussmann’s redesign of Paris,
which involved a large-scale, comprehensive alternative vision realised by a sanctioned authority.
Master planning thereby partakes of both utopianism and authoritarianism. These associations have
infused the discussion and construction of Australian master planned estates rendering them both pariah
and panacea. But research and my own experience suggests that they are far more panaceas than
pariahs.
KEY WORDS: Master planned estates, utopias, planning, garden city, segregation, community,
governance, privatisation
Introduction
Master planned estates (MPEs) are proliferating across Australia and represent the newest
and most extensive form of suburban development. In 2008, close to 250 000 people were
residing in MPEs in Australia (Cook, 2008). A widespread development practice in North
America since the 1960s, over the last 20 years, master planning has become a significant
form of urban development in Australia, challenging in form and scale the traditional
regulatory subdivisions (Blair et al., 2003). Generally located on the urban fringe or in
sizeable urban renewal sites (Gwyther, 2005), these estates are large-scale integrated
housing developments, serviced by comprehensive physical and social infrastructure
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(Minnery & Bajracharya, 1999; McGuirk & Dowling, 2007). Their essential features are a
“definable boundary; a consistent, but not necessarily uniform character; and overall
control . . . by a single development entity” (Yigitcanlar et al., c.2006, p. 2). While
exhibiting considerable diversity (McGuirk & Dowling, 2007), such planned estates
generally contain a range of residential and non-residential land uses, open space, public
services and facilities. They aim to provide residents with a complete living experience,
from schools and shopping centres to parks and, in some cases, employment. MPEs
therefore tend to be large-scale developments which involve comprehensive planning,
separateness and concerted efforts to create ‘community’. They have generated both
acclaim and controversy as they partake of new forms of governance as well as social
engineering. For some, they epitomise all that is wrong with current Australian culture, as
exclusive privatopias where the socially privileged can affirm their superior ethnic and
class positions (McKenzie, 1994; Gwyther, 2005; Gleeson, 2006a, b, 2008; Goodman &
Douglas, 2008). For others, however, they offer a better suburban environment; with
quality, comprehensive services provided in a timely manner, a positive community, and
financial, personal and physical security (Minnery & Bajracharya, 1999; Bosman, 2003;
Gwyther, 2005; Costley, 2006; Kenna, 2007).
The intensity of debate aroundMPEs derives in part from their origin. Their histories can
be traced to the utopian but also dictatorial visions that were realised in European towns and
cities in the 19th century. Baron Haussmann’s Paris and Robert Owen’s New Lanark, as
early examples of comprehensive urban transformations, form one foundation of
contemporary planning. Other, less dramatic interventions to build water and drainage
systems as well as public housing, provide another, along with the garden city visions of
Ebenezer Howard (Hall, 2000). In Australia, the need and the capacity to deliver such all-
encompassing planning—with the exception of creating Canberra—had to wait for the
perceived failures of post-war suburbanisation, changed regulatory regimes and the
emergence of large-scale public and private authorities with the capacity to realise
comprehensive developments. It is against this historical background and within this
structural context that a range of MPEs can be examined. With a number of commonalities,
strengths and weaknesses, I will conclude this overview with a call for master planning to
realise its potential for delivering a better urban future for Australia.
This article will proceed by firstly considering the historical and ideological
underpinnings of master planning. It will then focus on Australia’s recent urban history,
highlighting the power of the suburban dream, but also the problems associated with post-
war suburbanisation: the lag in infrastructure, social dysfunction and environmental
degradation. Addressing these problems became the task of urban planners and
developers, charged with both urban consolidation and with delivering better suburban
environments. The final part of this article will examine a number of MPEs and conclude
that they indeed have limitations but also provide a framework within which a host of
contemporary social and environmental problems can be, and are being, addressed. MPEs
are therefore far from being pariahs but offer a range of valuable panaceas to urban
Australia.
Utopians and Dictators
The origin of master planning lies with historical visionaries who put forward an urban
ideal and then realised it. The story can be extended back to Ancient Greece and Rome or
376 L. C. Johnson
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to the cities of the Indus and Chinese empires. But within the Western tradition, mobilising
a central authority to deliberately change or create a large-scale human settlement dates
from the mid-19th century. To have such a vision and the means to realise it emerges from
the dual frameworks of utopianism and authoritarianism. There is a European literary
tradition of envisioning ideal or utopian communities—such as Thomas Moore’s Utopia
(1516) or Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) (Cherry, 1974)—and while never
built, these exercises in foreseeing a better social and physical world are vital to the very
notion of planning. So too was the trawling of urban history—be it of Periclean Athens or
Louis XIV’s Paris—for a chronology of the world’s best practice, which then became part
of 20th-century planning education and practice (Freestone, 2000). But such eclecticism
did not engage with the material and social conditions which produced deliberate and
ultimately state-sanctioned interventions to shape physical environments.
The move from isolated emulation and utopian musings to the redesign, or planning, of
entire neighbourhoods and towns had to await the development of a new apparatus of state
intervention in Victorian England and Napoleonic France (Cherry, 1974). These new
structures of governance, within which planning was to be located, emerged as the
dislocations and problems of industrialisation were addressed. Thus in Britain over the 19th
century, legislation was enacted to regulate building construction, to extend sanitation,
provide lit and paved streets, develop parks and public libraries, and to enforce standards of
public health and housing. Such systematic interventions into the physical and social
conditions of the populace were accompanied and impelled by reforms to the suffrage, such
that all men and, much later, women could vote and enter a representative parliament. The
origin of British planning, therefore, is related to challenges—political and social—posed
by the industrial city, as well as to new forms of civic authority to effect improvements.
The emergence of planning can also be connected to utopianism, via the model villages
built by industrialists such as Titus Salt, George Cadbury and Robert Owen. Thus at New
Lanark in Scotland, the industrialist and utopian Robert Owen aimed to create a well-
housed and generously paid workforce for his textile mills. Living in his utopian
community, the population would also have its spiritual, educational and health needs met
within a fully planned but also heavily disciplined township. His co-operative villages
“required subjects to conform to specific modes of behaviour which were implicit in the
physical plan” (Bosman, 2003, p. 22). Dominated by four cotton mills, this relatively
isolated town of more than 1200 people served as the occupants’ place of work and life;
one which remained close and accessible to the rural countryside, successfully merging
industrial with village life, the urban with the rural (New Lanark Conservation Trust,
c.2005).
As with the English and Scottish manufacturing centres, Paris in the mid-19th century
was a city undergoing rapid growth and industrialisation. It was also a city that had
witnessed mass uprisings, with that of 1848 seeing the cobblestones of the old city and its
maze of narrow medieval streets effectively used as weapons by the revolutionaries. It was
in response that Louis-NapoleonBonaparte III determined to reshape his capital. To this end
he worked with the new prefect of the Seine departement, Georges-Euge`ne Haussmann, a
lawyer and civil servant, to effect the transformation of the old city. Drawing on the utopian
plans of the Fourierists and Saint-Simonians, from 1850 to 1870, Haussmann worked at
Napoleon’s behest, altering the administrative structure of Paris, building wide axial roads,
hotels, public squares, parks, apartment blocks and a new water and sewerage system at a
cost of over 2500 billion francs (Kirkman, 2007). In the process, Haussmann joinedOwen in
Master Planned Estates: Pariah or Panacea? 377
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becoming an early master planner, formulating and realising a vision of a city which
embraced housing, infrastructure, civic spaces and social engineering (Harvey, 2008).
In an essay on the origins of modern planning, Hall notes how the models of industrial
utopias such as New Lanark were vital to thinking through the problems of the industrial
city, but so too were alternatives offered by socialists and anarchists such as Peter
Kropotkin (Hall, 2000). In a series of pamphlets, Kropotkin argued that the age of
electricity made the decentralisation of industry and people possible. He suggested that
industrial villages could be created where “electrically powered, co-operatively owned
cottage industries would turn out goods more efficiently than in old urban factories, while
the workers’ homes and gardens would be nestled in unspoiled countryside” (Fishman,
1994, p. 36). The socialisation of domestic labour that was integral to such plans was
seized upon by feminist utopians in the USA who proposed kitchenless houses and co-
operative communities (Hayden, 1981). Such ideas were also taken up by groups of
English Radicals who sought to deal with the problems created by mass urbanisation and
industrialisation, not through separatist utopian communities or major socialist
transformations but by co-operatives and the physical re-organisation of social life. One
of their more influential adherents was a London-based stenographer by the name of
Ebenezer Howard.
Fishman isolates utopianism, socialism, Victorian radicalism and a flexible pragmatism
as the foundations on which Howard built “radical hopes for a cooperative civilization
[which] could be fulfilled only in small communities embedded in a decentralized society”
(Fishman, 1994, p. 37). Amodifiedmodel community was eventually built at Letchworth in
1903, after which the Garden City idea continued to grow. By the end of the Second World
War, over 100 of these comprehensively planned ideal communities were constructed
across England. Howard’s model spread across the world, including to Australia, where
garden suburbs were constructed in South Melbourne, at the Colonel Light Gardens in
Adelaide and at Haberfield in Western Sydney in the 1920s and 1930s (Freestone, 2000).
His ideas also influenced the one example of comprehensive urban design in Australia
before the current era—the design of Canberra (Powell, 1984; Freestone, 2000).
The historic origins of planning and the exemplars of Haussmann’s Paris, Owen’s New
Lanark and Howard’s Garden City, clarify three critical elements of master planning. First,
that it has a long history, predating the so-called first examples in the USA in the 1960s;
second, that it is associated with two major ideological traditions—utopianism and
authoritarianism—both of which deeply colour how master planning is approached, lived
and evaluated; and third, that master planning is indeed large scale and comprehensive,
involving social and physical elements. It therefore cannot occur unless there are
legitimate governance structures and funding mechanisms in place which can allow it to
happen.
How and why master planning came to Australia and proliferated in the 1980s is related
to this historical background, but also to the local history of suburbanisation.
Suburban Dreams and Nightmares
From its earliest white settlement, Australia was not only an urban nation but also a
suburban one. Even in the 18th century, the wealthy of Sydney moved to higher ground and
bigger, detached housing to escape the crowding, disease, dirt and crime of the city. Over
the 19th and into the 20th centuries, suburbanisation, differentiated by class, continued,
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spurred by the ongoing quest for nature, status, health, home ownership and community
(Davison, 1994).
In charting the history of ‘suburbia’ as a term, Rowse isolates the early 20th century as a
time when intellectuals both extolled the cosmopolitanism of the city and began the
negative portrayal of the suburb. Suburbs at this time—freestanding, single storied
dwellings on large allotments fromwhich men departed for city work and women remained
to care for children and community—were considered by writers to be narrow, self-
satisfied, materialistic, conservative and parochial (Rowse, 1978, p. 5; see also Gilbert,
1988). These judgements by the political left were expanded in the interwar and post-war
period to embrace a number of other alleged suburban failings, in particular, their garish
aesthetics, social conformity and mediocrity. Thus the architect Robin Boyd (1960) joined
painters such as John Brack (McAuliffe, 1996), the satirist Barry Humphries (1990) and
novelists George Johnston (1964) andGlen Tomasetti (1976) in depicting the suburbs as the
repositories of bad taste, limited horizons, banality and sameness.
These views pervaded progressive 20th-century intellectual circles. However, their
impact on the planning and form of Australian cities was minimal; as consecutive
conservative governments from the 1920s through to the 1950s actively supported
suburbanisation and home ownership (Hamnett & Freestone, 2000; Gleeson, 2006a).
Through taxation and wage regulation, control of mortgage interest rates, direct subsidies
and building, assisted immigration and radial public transport, State and Federal
governments created the environment in which the mass ownership of a detached,
freestanding dwelling in areas physically removed from city centres could flourish
(Kemeny, 1981; Davison, 1994; Frost&Dingle, 1995; Greig, 1995).Metropolitan and local
governments assisted with ready subdivision approvals and zonings for suburban retailing,
employment and residential satellites, causing the massive physical expansion of the major
cities, often well in advance of the social and physical infrastructure necessary to service
them (Neutze, 1977; Cardew et al., 1982; Maher, 1982; Forster, 1995; Peel, 1995).
In response, over the 1960s and 1970s, there emerged a number of academic studies on
the problems of suburban life. Damning sociological surveys of newly planned suburbs,
such as Bryson and Thomson’s An Australian Newtown (1972), joined a welter of other
studies to confirm that the Australian suburb was not only poorly served by physical and
social infrastructure, but was the site of women’s entrapment and isolation (Summers,
1975; Tennyson, 1978; Allport, 1986), teenage criminality and, through its car dependence,
a major contributor to environmental degradation (Newman & Kenworthy, 1989). In
addition there were numerous consultant reports that documented the ballooning and
unsustainable costs of fringe infrastructure (Little, 1977; Archer, 1979; Neilson &
Associates, 1987). In response, the critique of suburbia moved from intellectual circles to
the political agenda and thence into planning practice.
The planning response was initially to manage fringe expansion, push growth into linear
corridors, accommodate the private car via freeway and road construction, and insist on a
greater role for developers in providing infrastructure. Thus the 1968 Sydney Region
Outline Plan aimed to direct 500 000 people into four main transport corridors. Canberra’s
Y-Plan sought to do something similar, as did the Perth Region Plan and the Melbourne
and Metropolitan Board of Works’ (MMBW) plan for Melbourne (Hamnett & Freestone,
2000). Such plans involved a new governance model, one which showed that planning
agencies with organisational links to State and local governments, could actually deliver
better outcomes.
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Despite such moves, however, many suburbs remained poorly serviced with a growing
locational disadvantage between those with high levels of quality infrastructure and those
that lacked basic services. Class differences continued to be writ large across Australian
cities. In addition, the dominance of the car and the embrace of the American model of
freeway construction meant that the inner city was being subjected to massive destruction.
It was in this context that a new political and urban agenda emerged in the 1970s, one that
was to briefly revolutionise the way in which Australian cities were governed: through
direct Federal intervention via the Whitlam Government’s Department of Urban and
Regional Development. Actions ranged from the restoration of entire inner suburbs—such
as Glebe in Sydney—to the sustained expansion and planning of new towns—such as
Albury Wodonga—and the commitment to end locational inequality and rebuild urban
communities. Imbued with a social utopianism and newly extended Commonwealth
powers, such comprehensive interventions set the scene for the creation of other state
authorities to facilitate preferred urban outcomes. Bosman argues that Golden Grove in
Adelaide was conceived at this time as a ‘completely planned community’ that would not
only set new standards in urban development, but also involve the coordinated provision of
infrastructure and actively build community through its schools and town centre (Bosman,
2003, p. 18).
If the 1970s were typified by urban utopianism to address the problems of unfettered
suburbanisation, the 1980s saw planning attention shift to other parts of the city as the
destruction of industry and changing port technologies freed up ‘brownfield land’ at a time
of intense inter-city competition for off-shore investment. Thus the Multi-Function Polis,
Sydney’s Darling Harbour, Melbourne’s Bayside development and Sanctuary Cove in
South East Queensland were all overseen by semi-autonomous planning authorities
created to override existing governance arrangements, facilitate private investment and
manage popular opposition (see Huxley & Kerkin, 1988; Huxley, 1990; Inkster, 1991;
Berry & Huxley, 1992; Lewis, 1999). What thereby emerges over the 1980s were new
governance arrangements, more authoritarian, semi-autonomous entities established
outside normal planning regimes to secure desirable urban outcomes. These state-
sponsored authorities often operated in close collaboration—or in private–public
partnership—with large development companies, whose scale had grown considerably
over the 1980s.
During that time, notions of locational disadvantage were supplemented by concerns
for environmental sustainability and inner-city depopulation. These new agendas joined
earlier problems of poorly serviced, unplanned suburban development to generate a
powerful opening for new ways of delivering better suburbs. Australian planners and the
new crop of globally engaged land and housing development companies were therefore
open to American models of New Urbanism and MPEs with their idealisation of
suburban villages, urban communities and higher density planned neighbourhoods (see
Calthorpe, 1993; Katz, 1994; Talen, 1999; Winstanley et al., 2003; Gleeson, 2006a).
Faced with the costs and ills of suburbia and the depopulation of the inner city, the
solution to the many ills of late 20th-century Australian suburbia became urban
containment, consolidation and master planning (Logan, 1986; O’Connor et al., 1995;
Troy, 1996). Such utopian agendas were to be pursued by both state-sponsored but also
profit-driven agencies such as Land Com in NSW, VicUrban in Victoria and the South
Australian Housing Trust, as well as large-scale development companies such as Delfin,
Stockland and Lend Lease.
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There is, therefore, a local history to the embrace of master planning. Imported from the
USA, it was a notion that would address the various long-identified ills of Australian
suburbia: in particular, problems of funding and delivering its social and physical
infrastructure, of ensuring good design, social amenity and functional communities. By
the 1980s, master planning also meshed with neo-liberal ideologies which elevated the
private sector as the best way to deliver services and environments. As a result, master
planning became associated with new forms of public–private governance. A mix of
utopian ideals and authoritarian structures therefore came together to create MPEs in
Australia. What form they then assumed has been subjected to systematic study and
widespread criticism.
Master Planned Estates
There are a number of excellent studies of MPEs around Australia. Their authors,
developers, basic parameters, timing and the issues identified for each, are summarised in
Table 1.
There are also research reports which do not identify the MPEs they are drawing upon—
such as the work of Barbara Pocock and others from the Centre for Work and Life in
Adelaide (see Williams & Pocock, 2010) and others that range across a number of estates
(such as Costley, 2006; Magetto, 2007; Goodman & Douglas, 2008). From this published
research on MPEs in Australia, commonalities include:
. Large-scale investment by a semi-public authority and/or a private developer.
. Physical markers of distinctiveness through the use of boundary fences, consistent
design, symbols and names. Formal gating is less frequent.
. Comprehensive, timely and integrated social and physical planning with facilities
often available to broader populations but some under exclusive arrangements for
MPE occupants.
. More public than private open spaces as smaller lot sizes and large houses are
surrounded by open spaces, lakes, recreational options, walking tracks and,
sometimes, bushland.
. Estate ‘featurism’—lakes, bandstands, pergolas and value added facilities built by
developers.
. The developer as active community-maker.
. Profitable investments for developers and residents.
. Diversity within, and variability between, MPEs.
. Social and spatial mobility for occupants who usually come from adjacent areas
and see the MPEs as vehicles for social mobility through investment in a higher
value, well-serviced and more exclusive estate.
. Senses of economic, cultural and personal safety and security by residents.
. Freedom within set but also negotiated boundaries.
In general, those living in MPEs regard them in a positive light, though those observing
them are usually more critical. As Kenna (2007) observes:
[d]evelopers, planners and councils, as well as residents within these new estate
areas, are generally full of praise for these new developments, while urban
researchers are suggesting otherwise. (p. 302)
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These limitations need to be openly addressed, for they highlight the issues around
authoritarianism which historically prefigured and shaped these developments. However,
MPEs must also be acknowledged as containing elements of utopianism which renders
them possible panaceas for a host of urban ills.
Problems/Issues with Master Planned Estates
The major issues associated with MPEs relate to their social and spatial segregation from
adjacent areas; their social engineering of ‘community’; the public subsidisation of
private wealth; and their authoritarian governance. While interrelated, the first two issues
relate to the construction of MPEs as urban utopias—places of social exclusivity and
idealised communities—and the others to their authoritarian, non-democratic origins and
administration by land developers, covenants, social pressure and/or resident
associations. However, despite the commonality of such observed problems, there is
limited evidence to support them and valid alternative readings possible. Each is
considered in turn.
Social and Spatial Segregation
The issue most often commented upon by those observing MPEs is their undoubted
tendency to create areas of relative prosperity and high income, often in areas where this is
not usually present, such as the western suburbs of Sydney and Melbourne. The approach
to this issue has been coloured by experiences and studies in the USA and UK where gated
residential communities intensify social segregation. In the USA, such arrangements have
long been associated with ‘white flight’ towards the suburbs and active barricading—via
resident associations, high prices, covenants, guards, fencing, fortified gates, etc.—against
racialised groups (see Blakeley & Snyder, 1997; Low, 2003 for the USA; but also
Atkinson & Flint, 2004; Atkinson et al., 2005 for the UK; Hillier & McManus, 1994;
Gleeson, 2003, 2006a, b, 2008; Rofe, 2006; Kenna, 2007; Goodman & Douglas, 2008 for
Australia). Gwyther (2008) observes something comparable for Harrington Park in
Sydney:
From a socio-spatial perspective, the master-planned estate has been a method for
creating determinedly ‘middle-class’ suburbs out of what has previously been
considered a lower-income region befitting Westies, with their lower incomes,
raucous behaviour, cultural blandness and . . . lack of political clout. The attraction
of the master-planned estate for the Aspirationals is the expectation of social and
physical segregation, together with economic, cultural and ontological security.
Protected from the anti-social character of nearby public housing estates, and
migrant incursions into their childhood suburbs, the new master-planned estates
support the desire for residents to express their social power as a status group.
(p. 158)
Gwyther (2005) further notes how developers actively foster this sense of socio-spatial
separation by deploying physical markers as well as discourses around ‘community’ and
‘lifestyle’, to differentiate one residential area from another. Kenna (2007) too observes
for Glenmore Park in the same region how developers project an image of homogeneity
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regarding the estate’s demographics with dominant representations of young families,
children under 15 and Anglo-Celtic Australians. So too Dodson & Berry (2003) note that
one effect of developing Caroline Springs as a relatively well-designed and affluent
enclave in western Melbourne has been to exacerbate the social divisions across this
region. There is therefore evidence, at least for some MPEs in Western Sydney and
Melbourne, that these developments either deliberately, or through the operation of the
housing market, have the effect of attracting a relatively high income, socially
homogeneous cohort, concentrating them into these estates and draining them from their
adjacent environs; which therefore become more strongly associated with low-income
residents and social disadvantage.
The physical and social differentiation of such estates however, is rarely associated with
their formal securitisation. Coomera Waters in South East Queensland is one of the few
MPEs that has security gates (Wales & Mead, 2005), as most MPEs in Australia do not
have security entrances (Costley, 2006). Rather they have perimeter walls and other
markers of separateness and grand entrances, which are more about identity and the
delimitation of neighbourhoods or suburban villages than any idea of security. Delimiting
community can also be seen more positively, suggesting an active neighbourhood with a
strong sense of identity where social surveillance, akin to Jacobs’ ‘eyes on the street’ in her
beloved Greenwich Village (1961), works to ensure, or at least facilitate, a strong sense of
place and social care.
The very idea of physical distinction can be viewed in broader social terms, confirming
what Dupuis and Thorns suggest is the idea of ‘gatedness’: a psychological response to the
risk society derived from an increase in people’s fear, along with a decline in a sense that
public institutions can manage such risk (2008, p. 147). Such anxieties are registered in an
array of securitisation measures across the urban environment: intercoms, concierges and
security systems in high-rise and medium density developments, but also in nursing
homes, hospitals and schools along with the deadlocked and burglar alarmed individual
house.
The other important element in this discussion is the assumption that somehow these
estates create class enclaves, when cities since their inception have always been
differentiated by social group. Be it the segregation of certain occupations in the medieval
city, or the placement outside the city wall of others, the ghettoisation of newly arrived
migrants in 19th-century US cities or the location of the wealthy on elevated sites in early
Sydney, urban space has always been divided. The extent to which MPEs exacerbate this
tendency or merely proclaim it through physical markers has yet to be established. But
until confirmed through comparative investigation, assertions that MPEs alone create high
levels of social segregation and heightened levels of social homogeneity across urban
space need to be treated cautiously.
Social Engineering of Community
Many of the extant studies of MPEs give considerable weight to the many efforts by
developers and residents to create ‘community’. Whether it be the Welcome Home
workshops run by VicUrban for new residents or the community development officers,
welcoming packs, orchestrated street parties or pergola BBQs initiated by Delfin Lend
Lease, such measures are usually seen as a form of insidious social engineering—creating
an ersatz and forced type of neighbouring where organic forms would be better. There is a
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sense that such actions are a form of manipulation, effected via informal and oppressive
social pressure as well as by explicit regulation. Thus Bosman notes how the drive to
create the ‘good community’ in Adelaide’s Golden Grove was constraining and a form of
subtle, informal governance wielded by developers and residents over their estates,
policing the boundaries of appropriate behaviour (Bosman, 2003).
However, in the context of studies revealing that there is often ‘nobody home’ in
contemporary Australian suburbs (Richards, 1990) and earlier indictments of women’s
isolation and other forms of entrapment in new suburban developments (such as Summers,
1975; Tennyson, 1978), the active creation of social connection in new estates should be
seen as a positive development. Indeed, an array of studies confirm that such measures
either work to ensure that many residents remain actively engaged in shaping their
communities (DPCD, 2007) or that other forms of sociability and community arise
alongside developers’ efforts (see Walters, 2008). Community-building actions therefore
do not lead to predictable outcomes and many studies of MPEs confirm the existence of
active and supportive communities as a result of the various initiatives taken within them.
Thus Bosman (2003) and Gwyther (2005) document the development of strong senses of
physical and social community via the physical markers but also the developer-initiated
social connection measures. Such measures, extended via an intra-net, have enhanced the
sense of well-being, participation and community cohesion in developments such as
Caroline Springs in Melbourne’s west (DPCD, 2007; Johnson, 2010). Surely such
engagement is better than an alternative of disengagement, alienation and loneliness; even
if there remain challenges of engaging teenagers in such activities (Johnson, 1997).
There is also the emerging question of how place-based the communities of the future
will be. Thus for Bryson & Winter (1999):
. . . it does seem clear that in Australian suburbs we are likely to find that residents
focus their interests around family and kin rather than the wider set of social
relationships so venerated by those promoting more romantic views of
‘community’—developers and social engineers alike. (p. 63)
There is also a shift in the community development literature, from studies of places to those
of localities within which people move and communicate in and out of. Alongside the
existence of larger geographical communities, the whole idea of place-based community
may be even weaker, as new generations become more mobile and communicate virtually
to peers and global ‘friends’. The utopian community may indeed be actively created by
developers to market their MPEs, but that alone does not condemn such efforts to the status
of problem.Where such community-building exerciseswork, such as inCaroline Springs or
Springfield Lakes, residents report a high level of satisfaction and well-being—surely a
desirable outcome in any planning exercise.
Public Subsidisation of Private Wealth
Gleeson notes how those extolling the economic benefits of MPEs “overlooked the huge
federal subsidies propping up the new fringe estates: private education, child care and
health were subsidised, and the choice to use them was regarded as evidence . . . of moral
virtue” (2006b, p. 28). Gleeson remains a strident critic of what he sees as the public
subsidisation of private wealth in MPEs, though he also locates such a tendency within a
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broader neo-liberal shift away from universal access to state-provided services from the
mid- 1990s (2006a, 2008). There is a question, then, as to whether such a tendency is
particularly concentrated in MPEs.
The various examples of MPEs considered above usually have a mixture of public and
private facilities. Few, if any, have only private health, education and recreational services.
Since the early 1980s, the provision of high levels of physical and social infrastructure in
MPEs is often a planning requirement, emerging from the service lags of the 1970s as much
as being from developer largesse. This was certainly the case of Golden Grove in Adelaide
and later developments in Queensland and Victoria. The costs of such provision are usually
passed on to purchasers—creating the price premium of such estates—and are therefore
paid for by occupants rather than fully subsidised (see Megatto, 2007). There are cases
where privately provided infrastructure has to be taken over by other authorities as they
withdraw from the building phase. Very often developers and private providers do not want
ongoing involvement in such service provision and it is the local state that does step in to
maintain it. This was certainly the case in Golden Grove and was also intended to be so. So
too in Caroline Springs in Melbourne, where there is a mix of public and private
educational, recreational and health facilities from the inception. Far from creating
privatopias, the MPEs that have been researched to date have not shown exceptionally high
levels of private facilities; rather they have been characterised by high levels of timely
physical and social servicing accessible to those within as well as beyond the estate—surely
an objective of any effective planning system.
Authoritarian Governance
For many observers of MPEs, their governance is essentially undemocratic, geared to the
maintenance of property values and social exclusivity. So, for example, Stockland’s
‘Designer Lifestyle’ involves a set of covenants and design guidelines which prescribewhat
is built at Jacobs Ridge in South East Queensland (see Wales & Mead, 2005). Gwyther
(2008) notes how in Harrington Park restrictive covenants are in place to safeguard the
‘quality’ of the building and environment, and they have the effect of keeping prices high
and lower income residents out. Such restrictions are the result, not of elected local
governments but of commercial developers, unanswerable to their constituents but only to
their owners and shareholders for profit delivery. Goodman and Douglas in their study of
owners’ corporations also signal some of the hidden and often unforseen costs that may be
inherited by residents once the developer moves on. Thus the maintenance of roads, open
space, recreational and community facilities may well fall to the residents who have to
either pay or negotiate rate relief with their local authorities. They conclude: “Evidence
suggests that at the time of purchase new residents are likely to have very little
understanding of their future obligations and their rights and responsibilities under these
arrangements” (Goodman & Douglas, 2008, p. 534).
Such assessments focus on the authoritarian mechanisms by which social exclusiveness
and physical quality is assured in such developments. But it is also necessary to
acknowledge that these are some of the main attractions, so that restrictive covenants,
owners’ corporations and social pressure to conform to appropriate behaviours are seen by
many residents as positives. Such restrictions sit alongside the active engagement in place
and community-making by residents, a degree of agency actively promoted by at least some
developers and assumed by residents anyway. There is also the tendency of developers to
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withdraw their active support and therefore their regulatory imprint as the estates mature.
Local governance thereby assumes the form that it does in other localities—expressed
through democratic processes in councils as well as through local organisations.
Conclusion
From a review of existing Australian research on MPEs I therefore conclude that their
limitations and problems have been overstated and perhaps relate to concerns stemming
from their authoritarian origins. However, there is another dimension in this history—their
utopianism—which means that such estates offer important possibilities for the future.
While utopianism usually refers to an ideal, an unrealisable dream of a perfect society, the
notion also contains a diagnostic and imaginative component of realisable alternatives
(Gordon, 2005, p. 363). Case studies of MPEs across Australia have confirmed that master
planning makes it possible to coordinate high quality and timely service delivery for
residents but also for outsiders. A sample of MPEs in Western Sydney offered a sense of
security and safety as well as a feeling of ‘moving up’, creating a mood of socio-economic
prosperity in the sea of social disadvantage (Gwyther, 2005, p. 70). For the people who
live there, this is a highly positive experience. Bosman (2003) and Gwyther (2005) also
document the development of physical and social communities in their MPEs under study
through physical markers of distinctiveness and through developer-initiated social
connection measures. Such initiatives have also enhanced the sense of well-being,
participation and community cohesion in developments such as Caroline Springs in
Melbourne’s west (see Costley, 2006; DPCD, 2007).
MPEs thereby offer the possibility but also the actuality of urban utopias: well-designed
and serviced neighbourhoods that people want to live in. As sites of idealised
communities, they also offer environmental quality via their significant open spaces,
walkways, water features and landscaping. Further, these estates—primarily through their
utopian approach but also through semi-authoritarian structures—offer the possibility of
addressing fundamental contemporary problems: climate change and the need for
environmental sustainability. Thus MPEs render estate-wide sustainability initiatives
possible, including grey water recycling, on-site power generation and water tanks, such as
those provided by Stockland in Jacobs Ridge (Wales & Mead, 2005) and by VicUrban at
its Aurora estate in Melbourne’s north (Johnson, 2010). At both sites, their space and
greenery offer immediate resources for on-site collection and disposal of water, generation
of energy and production of food. In the case of Aurora, there is an on-site sewerage
treatment plant, compulsory third pipe connections and six star energy rated housing on
smaller blocks (Johnson, 2010). Such estates, and many others, are being designed as a
matter of course alongside local employment options (Yigitcanlar et al., c.2006). There is
also the example of three sustainable display houses at Springfield Lakes in Brisbane.
Sponsored by the developer, the builders, the Queensland Government and Wesley
Mission, the project details the relative ease and low costs, as well as the enormous
benefits, that accrue through the use of sustainable techniques in designing and building.
Extending such innovations across an entire MPE is a relatively straightforward prospect
because of their scale and governance, but also market demand (Luxmore, 2005).
Based on such experiments, models and extant MPEs, some form of environmental
utopianism is being realised. Other studies confirm their value in building community,
identity, investment and sense of well-being. There are also studies that suggest that across
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a range of indicators—such as affordability, neighbourhood cohesion and satisfaction,
transportation and environmental quality—master planning offers better outcomes than
traditional, regulatory subdivisions (Blair et al., 2003). MPEs therefore offer the real
possibility of delivering social and environmental panaceas to Australia’s cities and should
not be consigned to the status of pariah without careful evaluation.
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